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Yellow-rumped (Audubon’s) Warbler: Routine reports.
Yellow-throated Warbler: Rarely reported in Aug, one was at Schramm Park SRA,
Sarpy 7 Aug (BBr).
Townsend’s Warbler: Routine reports.
Black-throated Green Warbler: Rare in the central in fall, two were at Cottonmill
Park, Buffalo 26 Aug (JNi), one was there 10 Sep (JNi), and one was south
of Kearney, Buffalo 6 Sep (AF).
Canada Warbler: This fall saw a perhaps unprecedented influx of the supposedly
“rare” Canada Warbler. In 2016, 11 reports, involving a total of 14 birds,
was considered an “amazing showing”, but this fall there were 33 reports
involving a total of 35 individuals. And, to boot, one in Dakota 12 Oct (BFH)
was record late.
Wilson’s Warbler: Routine reports.
Summer Tanager: Two at Verdigre, Knox 11 Aug (MB, EBr, DH) were northerly.
Scarlet Tanager: Routine reports.
Western Tanager: Routine reports.
Northern Cardinal: One in McPherson 19 Aug (NP) was west of the expected
Sandhills summer range. An adult feeding a fledgling was quite late but not
unprecedented at the same location in Dixon 31 Oct (JJ).
Rose-breasted Grosbeak: Less than annual in fall in the Panhandle, one was at
Harrison, Sioux 24 Aug (SMl).
Black-headed Grosbeak: Routine reports.
Blue Grosbeak: Routine reports.
Lazuli Bunting: Routine reports.
Indigo Bunting: Good counts were the 11 at BOL 7 Aug (TG) and 10 at WP 8 and 9
Aug (TH).
Dickcissel: One in Kimball 16 Sep (LE) was tardy there. The 35 in Seward 23 Aug
(LE) was a good fall count.
__________________________________________________________

2019 Hitchcock Raptor Banding Project in Perspective
Jerry Toll
2741 Wyoming
Omaha NE 68112
jertol48@cox.net
Hitchcock Nature Center in Pottawattamie County, north of Crescent, Iowa,
is home to the Hitchcock HawkWatch and Raptor Banding Project. The Nature Center
is in the heart of the Loess Hills which, together with the flat expanse of the Missouri
River Valley to the west, provides the perfect conditions for creating the updraft that
aids migrating birds. The Hawkwatch began in 1992, and every fall from September
through December, birds-of-prey enthusiasts gather on the 45-foot observation tower
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to watch and count thousands of eagles, hawks, and other raptors as they migrate south.
Every year since 2007, Sandy Reinken and I have banded raptors at Hitchcock, and
each of the 13 seasons has had unusual situations and challenges. The fall of 2019
was no exception.

Diurnal Raptor Banding
On 6 September, opening day, we banded a Cooper’s Hawk (Accipiter
cooperii), but the September weather was often too hot and/or rainy to safely lure with
Rock Pigeons and House Sparrows. For the next 12 days only 4 raptors were captured.
Of those captured, one Red-tailed Hawk (Buteo jamaicensis) was big boned, and
although its weight was in the normal range, it required a #8 band. I did not have a #8
at the banding station that day, consequently measurements were taken but it was not
banded. The first time we had had a Red-tailed Hawk large enough to need a #8 band
was in the 2018 season. On 19 September migration began in earnest and the volume
continued routinely through 2 November.

Broad-winged Hawk banded at Hitchcock Nature Center in 2019.

Red-tailed Hawks (N=121), Cooper’s Hawks (N=14), and Sharp-shinned
Hawks (Accipiter striatus) (N=12), are bread-and-butter species at the banding station,
so it is especially pleasing when another raptor species is captured. On 20 September,
an after-second-year Broad-winged Hawk (Buteo platypterus) was banded when a
small kettle of Broad-winged Hawks lifted up nearby. A second adult Broad-winged
Hawk was banded on 24 September. We do not often capture Broad-winged Hawks
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at Hitchcock. Only 11 had been captured in previous seasons, including 8 in the last
5 seasons.
On 21 September, the first of two Merlins (Falco columbarius) was banded.
The second one was captured the next day. It was especially satisfying since we had
not banded a single Merlin during the previous 2018 season. Both were hatch-year
Merlins, one female and the other male, and both were of the F. c. columbarius
subspecies. Merlins have been banded in 9 of our 13 seasons.
On 22 September, a hatch-year Red-shouldered Hawk (Buteo lineatus) was
the first raptor of the day to be banded. A Red-shouldered Hawk has been banded
each of the last 4 years at Hitchcock. The only other record occurred in 2012 when 2
were banded.

Merlin banded at Hitchcock Nature Center in 2019.

On 23 September, an after-hatch-year male American Kestrel (Falco
sparverius) was banded, the first of two. The second, on 26 October, was also male
but a hatch-year. Not many kestrels are banded at Hitchcock. In previous years only
about half the seasons had kestrel captures and only a total of 7 have been captured.
They seem to spend less time migrating through the wooded Loess Hills, perhaps
preferring open country in the Missouri River Valley. The ones that do are rarely
captured. They may come in for a look and sit on a perch but are soon hawking
grasshoppers and other insects and ignore the European Starling lure. House Sparrows
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were used this year, which may account, in part, for our success in attracting American
Kestrels.
The first of two Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus) captures occurred on 24
September late in the day. The second Peregrine Falcon was banded 29 September
and had an unusual plumage that made it difficult to age. It had not completed its
molting by migration, which is atypical, and was showing streaks of old, worn feathers
alternating with streaks of new, fresh feathers over much of its body and wings. It was
aged as a second year because the breast had both streaking (hatch year) and barring
(adult) feather patterns. Both were determined to be of the F. p. tundrius subspecies
due to the narrow malar mark and tawny forehead (Wheeler 2003).
While September can have the most diversity of species, the last half of
October can have the biggest surprises. On 22 October near closing time, a male hatchyear Northern Goshawk (Accipiter gentilis) made a surprise visit. It was only the third
Northern Goshawk ever banded at Hitchcock.

Peregrine Falcon banded at Hitchcock Nature Center in 2019.

On Halloween, 31 October, we had another surprise. I was distracted away
from watching the lure when I heard a whooshing of wings. I looked up and a large
raptor had come low over the blind from behind and was speeding for the lure pigeon.
It was a large falcon! It hit the pigeon but could not maintain its grasp and landed on
the other side of the pigeon away from the blind. It immediately returned and captured
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the pigeon, and I in turn captured the falcon. I approached the falcon in the bownet
and examined it quizzically while removing it because the plumage and size just didn’t
fit that of a Peregrine, which I had expected. Briefly I considered Prairie Falcon. No
again. It wasn’t until I entered the blind with the falcon in hand that I even considered
the possibility that it could be a Gyrfalcon (Falco rusticolus). I was by myself and
had my hands full. It did not appreciate the turn of events in the same way I did and
was ear-splittingly telling me so and trying to bite my hands. I knew that this could
well turn out to be a state record so I needed to proceed cautiously and get my extreme
excitement under control. Raptors in hand respond favorably to a calm handler and
for the sake of the falcon, we needed to work together to get through the process
calmly. In the banding process, an appropriately sized open-ended can is used

Jerry Toll with Gyrfalcon captured at Hitchcock Nature Center in 2019. Photo by Jenny Janes.

to confine and calm the bird during weighing and fitting the band on the tarsus. Having
the bird in the can also gave me time to compare the morphometric parameters of
Gyrfalcons (Pyle 2008) with the bird in hand. I notified the hawkwatchers on the
tower of the situation and requested a member to come and take photos. The falcon
calmed, I calmed, and the banding process went smoothly. The band size, wing chord,
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ASY = after second year; TY = third year; AHY = after hatch year; 4Y = fourth year; unk = unknown sex.

Figure 1. Raptors banded at the Hitchcock Nature Center in 2019. HY= hatch year; SY = second year;
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length of tail and plumage aspects all fit those of a female, gray morph, hatch-year
Gyrfalcon. She remained quiet through the banding process and during the wait for
Jenny James to arrive to take photos. When she was taken outside for photos and to
be released, she made it clear that she was ready to be away from humans.
Documentation was submitted to the Iowa Records Committee and accepted (#201933). Sightings of Gyrfalcon have occurred three times previously at the Hitchcock
HawkWatch but only one submitted record was accepted by the Iowa Records
Committee. It occurred on 11 November 2014 (#2014-51). A check of previous
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documentation submitted to the Records Committee for this species found a total of
30 records on file of which 13 were accepted (Iowa Records Committee 2020). The
oldest accepted record was dated 27 March 1992 (#1992-33) (Bolduan 1994; Kent and
Putney 2014).
Ten species of raptors were banded during the fall 2019 season, 4 of which
were falcons, which was a new record. The next highest diversity of species banded
occurred in 2012 when 9 species were banded, 4 of which were again falcons. They
were Peregrine, Prairie, Merlin and American Kestrel. All told, 158 diurnal raptors
were banded in the fall of 2019. (See Figure 1.)
Red-tailed Hawks are our most common species at Hitchcock, and 121 Redtails were banded in 2019, barely edging out the 120 caught in the 2009 season and
the 118 in 2015. Diversity of subspecies was apparent as 19% (N=23) of the total
Red-tailed Hawks were Harlan’s (B. j. harlani) and 17% (N=21) of the total were
western (B. j. calurus). There were 4 Krider’s of the B. j. borealis (eastern) subspecies,
all of them hatch-years. Interestingly, in the past 5 seasons, all 15 Krider’s captured
were hatch-year. Going back 10 years, only 3 of 33 Krider’s were older. The
remaining 73 Red-tailed Hawks were mostly B. j. borealis although some of these had
characteristics of the as yet unaccepted subspecies B. j. abieticola (Liguori and
Sullivan 2014). Separating Red-tailed Hawks to subspecies is challenging in the field,
but it is equally challenging in the hand. Even though the characteristics are there to
see, often the bird has plumage characteristics of two or more subspecies. The above
categories include those birds that had shared plumage characteristics, but I classified
them in the predominant category. There were 3 classified as unknown, that is, there
were plumage characteristics from at least 3 subspecies and no one set of
characteristics predominated. One of these Red-tailed Hawks had characteristics of 3
subspecies and those of B. j. abieticola, which were the plumage characteristics that
predominated.
Two Red-tailed Hawks were encountered that had been previously banded,
only the second and third time that this has occurred with a diurnal raptor at Hitchcock
Banding Station. The first encounter, on 29 September, was with a hatch-year that
had been rehabilitated by Raptor Recovery Nebraska and released at its capture site in
downtown Omaha on 14 September 2019. The second encounter, on 23 October, was
with a hatch-year that had been previously banded 4 October 2019 2 miles west of
Preparation Canyon State Park in Monona County, Iowa.
On 24 October, a second-year Red-tailed Hawk was captured that was
missing its right foot. The wound was mostly healed and did not appeared to have
swelling. One can only speculate how it came to lose its foot and how it survived the
wound and the subsequent healing process. It had an adequate fat score, energy,
weight, and muscle mass so it was banded and released.
Sharp-shinned Hawks dropped to a new record low of only 12 captured. The
12 year mean and average is 29 captured. By comparison, the Hitchcock HawkWatch
had its lowest tally of Sharp-shinned Hawks in 2019, counting only 219. They have
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been seeing a decline since 2014 and the 18-year mean of the HawkWatch is 937
Sharp-shinned Hawks.

Northern Saw-whet Owl Banding
The Northern Saw-whet Owl (Aegolius acadicus) banding season began 12
October and ended 24 November. The first capture occurred on the evening of 19
October. Five mist nets, 9 meters long x 2.6 meters high with a 60mm mesh size were
arranged in an L-shaped pattern on a ridge line near the eastern border of Hitchcock
Nature Center. An audiolure played a continuous recording of the male breeding call
to attract the Saw-whet Owls to the nets for capture and banding. The crew attempted
to band 4 evenings (sessions) per week, weather and conditions permitting, consisting
of 5 net checks with a 45-minute interval between checks. The Saw-whet Owl banding
season ends after 15 November when there are 3 consecutive sessions with no new
captures.
Only 29 Saw-whet Owls were banded during fall migration in 2019. This is
well below the 100 banded in 2017 and the 69 and 72 banded in 2012 and 2011,
respectively. It was well above the low years of 2018 and 2013, when only 17 and 25,
respectively, were banded. Thus annual migratory densities at Hitchcock appear to
follow a 5-year cycle, in contrast to the 4-year cycle at east coast banding stations
documented by Whalen and Watts (2002) and the 6-year cycle in Manitoba (De Ruyck
2009). However, neither study covered more than a single cycle and banding

Figure 2. Northern Saw-whet Owls captured at Hitchcock Nature Center 2009-2019.
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stations each have variables that affect the capture rate. Prevailing wind direction and
intensity and timing of the lunar cycle during the migration period (Murphy 2016) are
among the factors that affect the capture rate. I would add that Hitchcock initiates
banding 15 minutes after sunset and ceases operations on average about 3 ½ hours
later, but some banding stations around the continent are open for longer hours or even
for the entire night. A total of 92 hours over 26 evenings was spent banding Northern
Saw-whet Owls at Hitchcock Nature Center in the fall of 2019. As with most
phenomena concerning the migration of Northern Saw-whet Owls, the apparent
differences in the length of migratory density cycles mentioned above are not well
understood. Further long-term studies comparing multi-regional locations are needed
on these topics.
Of the 29 Saw-whet Owls captured, 66 % (N=19) were hatch-year. I would
expect to see a higher percentage of hatch-year birds in a recovery year, and the same
trend did occur in 2014 with 57% (N=20). One of those captured had been previously
banded. Based on the wing molt pattern of inner primaries and secondaries being old
and the outer primaries and secondaries being new (Pyle 1997), the owl was aged at
the time to be a second-year bird. The Bird Banding Laboratory notified us that the
owl had been banded by Hawkridge Bird Observatory, Duluth, MN, on 8 October
2016 as being hatched in 2016. This revelation made the bird actually a fourth-year
owl. The discrepancy between what was observed and the actual age of the owl
created confusion about the quality of our practice ageing Northern Saw-whet
Owls….for about a week. Then a new article came out on a long-term, large sampling
size study of recaptured Saw-whets that compared the molt pattern of owls in hand to
their known hatch-year. They found that the four-year pattern resembles the secondyear pattern and hypothesized that subsequent molts, as they age, alternate with
resembling the second-year and third-year patterns and grow increasingly more varied
with age (Mackentley 2019).
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